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1
PARTIALLY IMPLANTABLE HEARING
DEVICE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a national phase entry of prior PCT
Application No. PCT/EP2008/000959 filed Feb. 7, 2008 and
entitled “Partially Implantable Hearing Device”, the disclo-
sure of which is herein incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The invention relates to a partially implantable hearing
device comprising an electro-mechanical output transducer.

2. Description of Related Art

Implantable hearing devices are a class of medical devices
for treatment of sensor neural and/or conductive hearing loss
of patients who are unable or unwilling to use a conventional
hearing aid. The main components of an implantable hearing
device are a microphone, an audio signal processing unit, an
output transducer for stimulating the user’s hearing and a
power supply, i.e. a battery. In general, the output transducer
may be an electro-mechanical transducer which is used for
stimulating a member of the ossicular chain or for directly
stimulating the inner ear or which is part of a bone-anchored
hearing aid (BAHA), or an electrical stimulator for a cochlear
implant, or a combination thereof. If all of these components
are implanted, the implantable hearing device is categorized
as a fully implantable device. If at least one component
remains outside the body, the device is categorized as a par-
tially implantable hearing device; in this case, it requires
additional components to transfer power and information
between the implanted part and the external part.

Fully implantable devices are beneficial in that they are
completely invisible and do not restrict daily activities such as
swimming or vigorous movement. However, such devices
have to deal with considerable technical challenges related to
the implantable microphone which must be biologically
stable, which should have low sensitivity to body-generated
vibrations such as chewing sounds, and which should not
cause feedback squealing by picking-up the output vibration
or electrical by-products of the function of the amplifier and
transducer. Current fully implantable devices are limited in
their available gain, typically due to feedback problems
related to either the vibration sensitivity of a microphone
covered by a massive layer of skin or to the proximity
between the microphone and the output transducer.

A typical design of partially implantable devices has all
components except the output transducer outside the body.
While this design avoids the microphone challenges of fully
implantable devices, it requires large and heavy outside com-
ponents which are typically held in place by implanted mag-
nets to ensure proper alignment of the implanted and external
parts of the transcutaneous link used to transmit power and
information into the implanted part of the device. Thus, cur-
rent partially implantable devices contain bulky, conspicuous
external parts, which house the power supply and the audio
signal processing electronics, and they are not water-proof,
because they contain openings in the housing for access to
replaceable batteries, etc. Typically the largest share of the
overall power consumption is due to the output transducer.
Transcutaneous power transmission is not very efficient, due
to technical and physical constraints. Therefore, in conven-
tional partially implantable devices wherein the power source
is located outside the body overall power consumption is
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relatively high, because a significant amount of power is lost
in the transcutaneous link, whereby the required size of the
power source is increased or the lifetime of the rechargeable
or replaceable external battery is reduced.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,620,094 B2 describes a fully implantable
hearing device and, as an alternative, a conventional partially
implantable hearing device wherein only the electro-me-
chanical output transducer is implanted, while the external
portion comprises the microphone, the audio signal process-
ing electronics and the power source. A further example of a
fully implantable hearing device comprising an electro-me-
chanical transducer is described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,277,694.
Also U.S. Pat. No. 6,162,169 relates to a partially or fully
implantable hearing device comprising an electro-mechani-
cal output transducer. A further example of a conventional
partially implantable hearing device is described in US 2005/
0226447 Al.

US 2005/0267549 Al relates to a cochlear implant device
which, according to one embodiment, is a fully implantable
device and which, according to an alternative embodiment, is
a partially implantable device wherein the implantable part
includes the cochlear stimulator, the signal processing elec-
tronics and the power source, whereas the external part
includes a completely-in-the-canal (CIC)-microphone which
is connected to the implantable part via a transcutaneous link.

Itis an object of the invention to provide for an implantable
hearing device comprising an electro-mechanical output
transducer, which device allows for relatively high gain and
for comfortable use by the patient.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to the invention this object is achieved by a
partially implantable hearing device as defined in claim 1.

The invention is beneficial in that, by locating the power
supply together with the electro-mechanical output trans-
ducer in an implantable assembly, while locating the micro-
phone in an external microphone assembly which is supplied
with power from the implantable assembly via a transcutane-
ous wireless link, the feedback problems encountered with
the implanted microphone of a fully implanted hearing device
are avoided, while nevertheless the volume of the external
assembly can be kept relatively small due to the fact that the
external assembly is powered by the implanted power supply
and hence does not need to include any power supply.

Further, since the microphone assembly does not require
openings in the housing for access to a battery etc., the micro-
phone assembly may have a robust and waterproof design.
While the transcutaneous link may be inefficient, the absolute
amount of power loss is relatively small. Since the micro-
phone—unlike in fully implantable devices—is arranged in
an external microphone assembly and hence is not covered by
a skin flap, it is possible to design the microphone to have low
vibration sensitivity in order not to pick-up body vibrations.

According to one embodiment, the audio signal processing
unit necessary for processing the captured audio signals is
included in the implantable assembly. In this case the micro-
phone assembly requires only the microphone to be included
which can be powered easily through the transcutaneous link
from the implanted power supply due to the relatively low
power consumption of the microphone compared to that of
the output transducer. This embodiment provides for a par-
ticularly efficient power unitization, since the losses involved
in the transcutaneous link are minimized.

According to another embodiment, the audio signal pro-
cessing unit included in the microphone assembly rather than
in the implantable assembly. This design makes it particularly
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easy to upgrade the signal processing when new technology
becomes available, because no surgical intervention is needed
to replace the signal processor.

Further preferred embodiments of the invention are men-
tioned in the dependent claims.

These and further objects, features and advantages of the
present invention will become apparent from the following
description when taken in connection with the accompanying
drawings which, for purposes of illustration only, show sev-
eral embodiments in accordance with the present invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a first embodiment of the
invention; and

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of an alternative embodi-
ment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

FIG. 1 shows a partially implantable hearing device com-
prising a microphone assembly 10 which is worn outside the
user’s body 12 and an implantable assembly 14 which is
implanted under the skin 16. According to one embodiment,
the microphone assembly 10 is placed over the user’s mastoid
bone, and the fully implantable assembly 14 is embedded in
the mastoid bone underneath. According to an alternative
arrangement, the microphone assembly 10 is placed in the
user’s ear canal, and the implantable assembly 14 is placed in
the mastoid behind the ear canal.

Preferably, the microphone assembly 10 is attachable to the
user’s skin 16 by a bio-compatible glue such as one used for
adhesive bandages. The microphone assembly 10 may be
designed to be water-proof or at least splash-proof by using,
for example, technologies known from conventional hearing
aids or mobile telephones. Preferably, the microphone assem-
bly is relatively flat, having a thickness of less than 3 mm.

The microphone assembly 10 comprises at least one micro-
phone 18 (in order to enable acoustic beam-forming, a plu-
rality of spaced-apart microphones may be provided) for
capturing audio signals from ambient sound and signal trans-
mission circuitry 21 comprising a transmission unit 20 con-
nected to a transmission antenna 22, in order to enable tran-
scutaneous transmission of audio signals captured by the
microphone 18. The microphone assembly 10 also comprises
circuitry 25 for receiving power from the implantable assem-
bly 14, including a power-receiving antenna 24 and a power-
receiving unit 26, which supplies the received power to the
transmissionunit 20, in order to power the microphone 18 and
the transmission circuitry 21. The power-receiving antenna
24 may be designed as a coil surrounding an acoustic mem-
brane of the microphone 18, in order to provide for a compact
and flat design of the microphone assembly 10.

The implantable assembly 14 comprises signal receiving
circuitry 29 comprising a receiving antenna 28 and a receiver
unit 30 for receiving the audio signals sent by the microphone
assembly 10 via the transcutaneous link, an audio signal
processing unit 32 followed by a power amplifier 34, and an
electro-mechanical output transducer 36 for stimulating the
user’s hearing according to the audio signals processed and
amplified by the audio signal processing unit 32. The audio
signal processing unit 32 may be used for analyzing, shaping
and modifying the audio signal in a manner known from
conventional hearing aids in order to adjust the audio signal
for the user’s communication needs and listening prefer-
ences. The implantable assembly 14 also comprises a power
supply (battery) 38 and power transmission circuitry 41 com-
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4

prising a power transmission unit 40 and a power transmis-
sion antenna 42 for transmitting power to the microphone
assembly 10 via a transcutaneous link. The power supply 38
also serves to power the receiver unit 30, the audio signal
processing unit 32, the power amplifier 34 and the output
transducer 36. The output transducer 36 may be coupled to a
member of the ossicular chain, directly to the inner ear, to the
skull like in BAHA-systems, or to the cerebrospinal fluid, as
it is known in the art.

In the embodiment of FIG. 1, the microphone assembly 10
is adapted to transmit the audio signals as captured by the
microphone 18, i.e. without shaping or modifying of the
audio signals, to the implantable assembly 14. This design
minimizes the power which has to be transmitted through the
transcutaneous link.

InFIG. 2 amodified embodiment of the invention is shown
wherein an audio signal processing unit 32' is provided as part
of the microphone assembly 10 rather than as part of the
implantable assembly 14. The audio signal processing unit
32' serves to process the audio signals captured by the micro-
phone 18 prior to transmitting the audio signals via the trans-
mission unit 20 and the antenna 22 to the implantable assem-
bly 14 and thereby performs the function of the audio signal
processing unit 32 of the embodiment of FIG. 1. According to
the embodiment of FIG. 2, the audio signal processing unit 32
has been removed from the implantable assembly 14. The
design according to FIG. 2 makes it particularly easy to
upgrade the signal processing when new technology becomes
available, because no surgical intervention is needed to
replace the signal processor.

In all embodiments, the implantable assembly 14 may
contain logic that assesses the link quality with the micro-
phone assembly 10 and creates audible signals that guide the
user of the system in aligning the microphone assembly 10, in
particular the transmit and receive coils thereof, with the
implantable assembly 14, in particular the transmit and
receive coils thereof.

The present invention provides for a partially implantable
hearing device which is functionally equivalent to a fully
implantable device in that it may be water-proof and compat-
ible with vigorous movement, without encountering the typi-
cal problems of fully implantable devices, such as micro-
phone bio-compatibility and microphone vibration
sensitivity.

While various embodiments in accordance with the present
invention have been shown and described, it is understood
that the invention is not limited thereto, and is susceptible to
numerous changes and modifications as known to those
skilled in the art. Therefore, this invention is not limited to the
details shown and described herein, and includes all such
changes and modifications as encompassed by the scope of
the appended claims.

The invention claimed is:
1. A partially implantable hearing device for a user, com-
prising

a microphone assembly to be worn by the user outside a
user’s body and comprising at least one microphone for
capturing audio signals from ambient sound;

an audio signal processing unit for processing the audio
signals captured by the microphone; and

an implantable assembly comprising a power supply and
an electromechanical output transducer for stimulating
the user’s hearing according to the audio signals pro-
cessed by the audio signal processing unit,

the microphone assembly comprising means for transcu-
taneous transmission of audio signals captured by the
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microphone assembly to the implantable assembly and
means for receiving power; and

the implantable assembly comprising means for receiving

the audio signals transmitted from the microphone
assembly and means for powering the microphone
assembly by transcutaneous transmission of power to
the microphone assembly.

2. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is attachable to the user’s skin by a bio-compatible
adhesive.

3. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the means for
receiving power comprises an antenna configured as a coil
surrounding an acoustic membrane of the microphone.

4. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is configured to be waterproof or splash-proof.

5. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly comprises the audio signal processing unit in order
to process the audio signals captured by the microphone prior
to transmitting the audio signals to the implantable assembly.

6. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the implantable
assembly comprises the audio signal processing unit and
wherein the microphone assembly is adapted to transmit the
audio signals as captured by the microphone to the implant-
able assembly.

7. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly has a thickness of less than 3 mm.
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8. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is configured to be placed over the user’s mastoid
bone and the implantable assembly is designed to be embed-
ded in the mastoid bone underneath.

9. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is configured to be placed in the user’s ear canal and
the implantable assembly is designed to be placed in a mas-
toid behind the ear canal.

10. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the electrome-
chanical transducer is configured to be coupled to a member
of an ossicular chain, directly to an inner ear, to a skull or to
a cerebrospinal fluid of the user.

11. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is configured to be placed over the user’s mastoid
bone and the implantable assembly is configured to be
embedded in the mastoid bone underneath.

12. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the microphone
assembly is configured to be placed in the user’s ear canal and
the implantable assembly is configured to be placed in a
mastoid behind the ear canal.

13. The hearing device of claim 1, wherein the electrome-
chanical transducer is coupled to a member of an ossicular
chain, directly to an inner ear, to a skull or to a cerebrospinal
fluid of the user.



